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of an artisan class, as distinguished from isolated artisans
here and there, was impossible till the twelfth centnry,
because society had not yet reached the stage in which it
was profitable or safe for a considerable number of men to
confine themselves to any occupation except agriculture;
and that the ideas which governed the craft gilds were not
peculiar to themselves but common to the whole society of
the time; then the elements of organization which may con-
ceivably have been derived from or suggested by the Eoman
artisan corporations become of quite secondary importance.

There is, as we have said, little doubt that some of the
craft gilds of France and Germany were originally organi-
zations of artisan serfs on the manors of great lay or eccle-
siastical lords. This may also have been the case in some
places in England, but no evidence has yet been adduced to
show that it was so. But it must be remembered that as
yet we know very little of the early history of the towns;
and just as it is possible that in many cases the burgesses
who afterwards formed the merchant gild were originally
villeins bound to labour services to their lords, so it is pos-
sible that there were in some places groups of artisans work-
ing for a lord, and under regulations and officers appointed
by him, who gradually freed themselves from servitude, and
became free craftsmen. But this is no more than specula-
tion ; at the time when the craftsmen first appear in such
documents as are at present accessible, they are personally
free, and not subject to seigneurial supervision.

The relation of the craft gilds to the merchant gild is a
still more difficult question. In many of the towns of Ger-
many and the Netherlands a desperate struggle took place
during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries between a
burgher oligarchy, who monopolized the municipal govern-
ment, and were still further strengthened in many cases by